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Academy Secretary Carl-Anders Helander 
 

Your Excellencies 

Honourable Minister 

Honorary Fellows 

New Fellows 

Laureates 

Fellows of the Academy 

Distinguished guests 

 

The theme of this year’s commemorative meeting is “The future of Swedish agriculture” and 

we have chosen to give three perspectives on this great theme. The three perspectives are 

those of the farmer, the researcher and the market. 

I would first like to point out that Swedish agriculture is doing well, but that it could do even 

better. At the Royal Swedish Academy of Agriculture and Forestry (KSLA), a working 

group has been engaged in producing background material for the inquiry on 

competitiveness, where we have created a vision; that Sweden should have a primary 

production of food raw materials that is at least equal to our own food consumption. It is 

without doubt our responsibility, seen in a global perspective, to ensure that we, with our 

good conditions for farming, contribute to global food security. This means we need to invest 

heavily in the export of foods based on Swedish raw materials; this is something we expect 

to be included in the development of a Swedish food strategy. 

I personally believe that the intensive debate on organic or conventional farming, in the way 

it is now being conducted, does more harm than good for Swedish agriculture. For me, it is 

more important to focus on common sustainability issues: sustainable production methods, 

sustainable consumption and sustainable producers. 

Swedish food production is in many respects excellent, not least in relation to the world 

around us. At the same time, there is much that can be improved – and this applies both to 

organic and conventional farming. 

In the future, Swedish farming must increase its productivity and competitiveness, while 

reducing its environmental footprint and operating in a more sustainable manner. In order to 

move forward on these issues, we need to work more together – farmers, researchers and the 

market. 

The speaker on our first theme is Ingemar Gruvaeus, an agronomist, farmer and formerly 

manager of the Bjertorp estate in Västergötland. 

The second speaker is Anna Lehrman, a PhD researcher and research communicator at the 

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences in Uppsala. 

The final speaker is Annika Åhnberg, an independent consultant, member of KSLA and 

former minister of agriculture, now living in Scania in the far south of Sweden. 

 

Carl-Anders Helander   



3 

 

 

 

Agronomist & farmer Ingemar Gruvaeus 
 

 

 

 

 

The future of Swedish agriculture – the farmer’s perspective 

 

 

 

The farm I work on is already a high-tech enterprise.  

 

Today, those of my colleagues who have dairy cattle use automatic milking systems rather 

than milking by hand. The time saved can then be spent on other purposes that are more 

conducive to both animals and humans.  

 

Within crop production, growing use is being made of satellite navigation and computers to 

control the work being carried out in the fields. The most important tool in crop cultivation 

today is the computer, as here for example, where the screen shows how the sensors on the 

top of the tractor can determine the state of the crop and what nitrogen fertiliser is needed, 

directly in the field while behind the wheel. With this aid, I can apply the optimum amount 

of fertiliser so the wheat gives the best-possible financial return, at the same time as it is of 

the right quality and we do not risk an excess of nitrogen that can leach into the aquatic 

environment. This is how far we have reached today in those companies that are at the 

forefront of development.  

 

During the three decades I have been active in the industry, we now have far greater 

opportunity to control measures and adapt our work to the crops’ needs in any given place 

and at any given time. We can do this, for instance, though the use of remote sensing 

techniques or through the description of soil conditions with high-resolution gamma ray 

analysis, etc.  And, today we have sufficient computing power to process the information and 

control directly in the field.   

 

The future of farming – where are we headed? 

 

Without any doubt we will see demand for food raw materials, energy etc, based on 

agriculture and forestry. However, there is nothing to suggest at present that the global 

impact on prices will lessen in the foreseeable future.  

 

So, what do we need to ensure a thriving industry with confidence in the future and an 

industry that attracts young people to invest in the future? 

 

We need high efficiency production, adapted to our varying climate, our varying soil types 

and differing conditions for production.  
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The landscape created by active farming is also an important component. However, farming 

must not be turned into large-scale “park management” where the landscape is the primary 

product. Instead, it should be farming where the landscape is just one of the benefits we 

produce.   

 

By definition, the future of farming is sustainable farming. It must cope with an acceptable 

impact on the surrounding environment, a good work environment, while being financially 

sustainable.  

 

A brand new research report from SP Food and Bioscience also shows that in the future we 

can, for instance, reduce farming’s contribution to the eutrophication of our waterways by 

20% and our carbon footprint by 30% merely by all farmers managing to implement the best 

practice of those who are already in the lead, and without this reducing competitiveness.  

 

Imagine what we can do in the future by applying advances in technology and with know-

how! 

 

I have only been in this industry for 30 years, but I am struck by the fact that every year in 

crop production we claim that the year is not a normal one. It’s hot, cold, sometimes dry, 

sometimes wet, the season is early or late.  

 

The conclusion must be that it is the abnormal, i.e. the variation, which is normal and we 

need to relate, adapt and make the most of it. 

 

What do we need to do to move forward? 

 

I would like to see more research focused on production. I would also like to see the 

development and transfer of research results into know-how that can be used on the 

individual farm.  

 

What we really need from research is that it is directed towards high productivity in order to 

give us financial sustainability in our varying conditions. It must also involve adapting new 

technologies to agriculture. New technologies that help us do the right thing, at the right time 

and in the right place.  

 

Apart from the odd exception, the individual farmer cannot do this alone.  

 

Finally: 

 

Swedish agriculture produces raw materials of high quality and it can do this with an 

acceptable environmental impact. 

 

Sustainable production involves both environmental considerations and a sound economy.  

 

We need research, and especially development, that is focused on efficient production with 

the minimal environmental impact. Not either or.  
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However, the image of farming needs to change. We are (despite what some leading 

politicians have said recently) an industry that will produce food, energy and environment in 

the future with a high-tech approach, with a sound work environment and competitively.  But 

that is provided we can recruit young people, with the right skills, who see a future and a joy 

in working with what should be the most important thing, namely to give us food and energy 

in the future.  

 

Ingemar Gruvaeus 
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Plant breeding researcher Anna Lehrman 
 

 

 

 

 

The future of Swedish agriculture – the researcher’s perspective 

 

 

 

Charles Darwin’s discovery of natural selection did not come about just because he was 

intelligent; it was also due to the fact that collective knowledge had reached a critical mass. 

Proof of this is that Darwin was not alone in his discovery. Independently of Darwin, Alfred 

Russell Wallace had arrived at the same theory. 

 

That is precisely what research is about; a persistent gathering of knowledge, a testing and 

analysing that creates small bright points of facts. And, when the points reach a critical mass, 

they form a pattern, a map, which allows us to understand a little more about the way in 

which the world works. It is on this basis what we like to call a breakthrough in research can 

be made.  

 

Another and more recent example of such a breakthrough is that of perennial wheat, which 

you can find in the flower arrangements on the tables. This wheat is the result of many years 

of dedicated research in genetics, plant nutrition, plant breeding and crop protection. Being 

able to transform a plant from annual to perennial is fascinating in many ways. But above all, 

it can give us crops that require less preparation of the soil, less soil compaction and nutrient 

leaching, and increased carbon storage.  

 

The amount of knowledge on the interaction between bacteria, fungi, insects, crops, weeds, 

minerals and nutrients has increased exponentially. This allows us to be smarter in the way 

we cultivate the land. The cost of what used to be considered advanced analyses, such as 

DNA sequencing, is a fraction of what it was a decade ago. This provides immense 

opportunities in research and in practice – we will soon be able to test the health of the soil: 

does it need an injection of good bacteria? (Yes, it works a bit like our stomachs!) We will 

be able to make better predictions on the need for pesticides. We can customise crops – 

robust varieties that can withstand different weather conditions that do not require as much 

input.  

 

Compared to earlier, in 2015 we have a totally different view of what a field is. It is no 

longer an isolated unit, which neither affects nor is affected by its surrounding environment. 

As the President said earlier, the farming sector has undergone a breath-taking change, and it 

is easy to forget that the greatest strides were taken during what is really just a single 

generation. Improved, crops, fertilizers and plant protecting agents have increased yields in a 

way that our ancestors could only dream of. But, some of these applications have left a bitter 

taste.  Now we know better. Gone are the days when a field had to be almost clinically clean 

of weeds and insects. Today a field is seen as part of the ecosystem.  
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We often talk about the balance between basic and applied research. At the same time, when 

the industry talks of the need for applied research, to a researcher that is not what is meant. 

What is frequently demanded of research is not research, but development. In plant breeding, 

in which I specialise, it is a long step between understanding how a particular gene affects a 

particular characteristic to this feature becoming available in a variety that farmers can buy.  

 

If research results are to have a practical application we must all, in research and in industry, 

be aware that the step between research and application is often longer and more complicated 

than we believe. In recent decades, agricultural plant research has also come to include more 

research fields that have not been developed with application and production in mind. But 

these research fields also contribute to the bright spots on the knowledge map.  

 

It is in everyone’s interest to find long-term solutions to reduce losses of nutrients and 

overuse of pesticides. The gains to be made are both environmental and economic, 

particularly in the long run. I believe that in the future we will become better at using our 

knowledge about the field as an ecosystem for the benefit of crop production. And I hope 

that those of us in the field of research will be better able to identify solutions instead of 

problems, for the solutions are there.  

 

Anna Lehrman 
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Former minister of agriculture, consultant 
Annika Åhnberg 
 

 

 

 

 

The future of Swedish agriculture – the market/consumer perspective 

 

 

 

In the 1980s the Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) launched a very successful campaign 

with the slogan: “Today there are fifteen endangered species in Sweden. One of them wears 

a cap.” 

 

In the advertising industry the campaign was lauded as one of the best ever. But tell me: 

what young person wants to invest his or her future in an industry that defines itself as an 

endangered species? 

 

The image of the victim in a cap lives on. A finance minister can claim that farming is an 

industry without a future. This statement, and the campaign at the time both have their roots 

in the same idea: Farming as a part of history rather than as part of the future. We come from 

an agrarian society, passed through the industrial era, and are now somewhere else, 

somewhat unclear as to where. The fact that we always need food wherever we find 

ourselves is a fact that is often overlooked.  

  

This has to stop! There has to be an end to the victim mentality and society’s indifference 

towards farming. The time has come to throw away the victim’s cap and replace it with the 

cap of the entrepreneur with the text: Modig (brave), Attraktiv (attractive), Tuff (resilient). 

Abbreviated M.A.T. = mat (food).  

 

The message must be: “Do you want an independent, flexible and challenging profession that 

requires creativity and leadership? Do you want to work with cutting-edge technology and 

produce the most important thing in people’s lives? Do you want to become a bearer of 

Sweden’s proud heritage as an exporting nation? And do you want to help make Sweden a 

more sustainable society? Do you want all this – then you should become a farmer.” 

 

People in positions of power and the public must open their eyes and see what farming has 

already given us and what it can give us in the future. Today Sweden’s food export amounts 

to nearly SEK 70 billion per year. It exceeds 

 

- its exports of medical/pharmaceutical products 

- its exports of telecom products 

- its steel exports, 

- as well as its combined exports of cars and trucks! 
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Sixty per cent of the raw materials in food exports come from Swedish primary food 

production. And the share can become greater. But without farming there is no reason for the 

food industry to exist here. What will then become of this industry, which is the fourth 

largest in the country in terms of added value and jobs?   

 

This is not news to us, but it is for many others. We must talk about farming, about why it is 

Sweden’s foremost industry of the future. 

 

There are an incredible variety of innovative aspects to Swedish farming. We must spread 

the word about this: 

 

About large companies like Wapnö, with its “Cultivated here” brand; about slightly smaller 

companies such as Seal-certified Ejmund Farm on Gotland, Ragnarssons at Kärragärde, with 

its successful pig breeding, and Hälsingestintan, the first mobile slaughterhouse in Europe.   

 

We can talk about Findus, which exports two-thirds of its production of peas to Italy, Spain 

and other countries, whose food culture we so often praise.   

We can talk about Thermoseed – a Swedish patented invention for chemical-free seed 

dressing.  

We can talk about Oatly – oat-based products that originate from research at Lund 

University. Surely you know that we are best in the world at cultivating oats?! A marvellous 

crop with a high content of beta-glucans and important vitamins.  

Arla is the world’s biggest dairy producer of organic milk and the fifth-largest dairy producer 

overall with its roots in Sweden and with thousands of Swedish owners and suppliers.   

Agrilogik is a service company that was set up by two young graduate engineers, who 

recently won the 2014 Venture Cup, southern region, with their mobile fertiliser separator.  

 

There are thousands of other fantastic future-orientated businesses within the farming 

industry.  

 

We must also mention: 

The tasty and healthy Nordic diet.  

The good animal care. 

The low usage of antibiotics.  

Our tight control of Salmonella. We do not need to dip our chickens in chlorine before we 

eat them, as they have to do in the United States. 

We must point out that the use of fertiliser in Swedish farming is decreasing, while crop 

yields are increasing. 

And then we have the positive impact on the environment. Farming consumes 9 TWh of 

energy per year, but at the same time it supplies 80 TWh in the form of food and energy. 

What other industry can match that? 

 

Stubborn, tenacious and creative farmers are driving the future of farming. BUT… with all 

this said, we must also say that there is no time to lose! Politics and society must come 

together – not with more words, but in deeds; export promotion, guidelines for public 

procurement, simpler regulations, more incentives for research and innovation, better 

agricultural training.  

 

We must all link arms and together stand up for farming, the industry of the future! 

 

Annika Åhnberg 


